That Christian piety became so fruitful a subject of late-century novels is all the more striking in light of the fact that, until the mid-nineteenth century, novels were presumed by conservative Christians to be, at best, trivial amusements that fostered habits of idleness and, at worst, a moral contagion that endangered readers' souls by tempting them to emulate the worldliness, vanity, and licentiousness portrayed therein. Timothy Dwight, Lyman Beecher's mentor and one of the premier theologians of the Second Great Awakening, summarized this orthodox view of novels in his observation that " [b] etween the Bible and novels there is a gulph [sic] fixed which few readers are willing to pass. The consciousness of virtue, the dignified pleasure of having performed our duty, the serene remembrance of a useful life, the hope of an interest in the Redeemer, and the promise of a glorious inheritance in the favour of God, are never found in novels" (qtd. in Blodgett 1997, 11) . Although the American Tract Society (ATS) issued conversion narratives that provided a literary precedent for later religious novelists such as Susan Warner (who had distributed such tracts among the urban poor), it was a particularly vehement opponent to novels. Thunderously exhorting readers to "PUT DOWN THAT NOVEL!" the ATS contended that novel reading led directly to unwholesome appetites, damnation, and even suicide (qtd. in Nord 2004, 118) . This belief in an incompatibility between novel-reading and Christian piety would begin to dissolve in the mid-century at the hands of sentimental novelists such as Cummins, Warner, and Stowe herself, who would famously use the novel form to spark readers' conversion-both religious and political-in such novels as Uncle Tom's Cabin (1852) and Dred: A Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp (1856) . Though works such as Warner's The Wide, Wide World often capitulated to traditional attitudes by including explicit warnings about the moral perils of novel reading, sentimental novels used narrative to depict the transformative effects of Christian conversion and in so doing reconstituted the novel from an devout readers are to be believed, these mid-century chronicles of piety and forbearance were indeed effective in prompting conversion in untold numbers of readers. This fact did not go unnoticed by clergy, whose sermons with increasing frequency adopted narrative over theological exegesis in accord with these changes. By the late nineteenth century, preachers such as Dwight Moody, T. DeWitt Talmage, and Reuben Torrey were famous pulpit raconteurs who could incite listener conversion with heart-rending tales of suffering and piety.
As theologians and ministers caught on to the potential persuasiveness and emotional impact of novels depicting conversion and piety, the religious antipathy toward novels began to seem increasingly outdated as the century wore on. In 1870, Noah Porter, Congregationalist theologian and pPresident of Yale, sought to elucidate the complex relationship between faith and literature, observing that these presumed rivals were in fact conjoined by a mutual reliance on imagination and sympathetic projection. He wrote, "It is because the imagination is so nearly allied to faith that her power to hinder or help is so unlimited, and that literature itself becomes to religion either the deadliest foe or the most potent ally" (qtd. in Jenkins 1997, 5-6) . Arguing that one could justifiably harness the imaginative powers of narrative to provoke conversion and inspire virtue, Porter confirmed that an automatic condemnation of novels was now a thing of the past. In the preface to his bestselling novel From Jest to Earnest (1875), E. P. Roe took the matter further by suggesting that it was incumbent upon the church to craft religious novels for impressionable young people, saving them from sin by proffering salutary works of fiction in place of morally questionable ones. He wrote, "If millions in the impressible period of youth, in spite of all that any can do, will read fiction, then it would appear a sacred duty in those who love their kind, to make this food of the forming character healthful, bracing, and ennobling in its nature. Earnest men and women, who hold and would transmit the truth, must speak in a way that will secure a hearing" (qtd. in Thorp 1961, 220) . By the last quarter of the nineteenth century, novels of a religious character were fully accepted as a legitimate accompaniment to a devout life. Denominational organizations such as the American Baptist Publication Society conceded that some morally upright novels were acceptable, and religious periodicals such as the Christian Advocate and Christian Union reviewed novels, thereby determining for readers which novels were compatible with the Christian life. Opinion changed so drastically that, by the end of the century, religious novels would depict this reflexive conservative opposition to novels as the subject of mockery, taking it to denote a closed mindedness and a Pharisaical commitment to forms out of keeping with a modern Christian sensibility. For example, in his novel Esther (1884), Henry Adams characterizes the Midwest as hopelessly backwards when Catherine Brooke, a visitor to New York from Colorado, remarks that she'd been raised to regard novels as sinful, an oversight in her education thereupon corrected by the minister Stephen Hazard, an intervention that, in and of itself, signals changing clerical attitudes toward fiction. Likewise, in Helen R. Martin's novel Tillie: A Mennonite Maid (1904) , the novel's eponymous heroine is cruelly beaten by her insular, pious father after having been found reading Ivanhoe.
Once they achieved a measure of acceptance and respectability, religious novels flourished, achieving extraordinary heights of popularity. One successful novel could spawn numerous imitators; for example, Florence Morse Kingsley built a career on literary spin-offs of Although William Dean Howells declined to review most of these works-thereby establishing the enduring critical indifference to popular American religious fiction-the predominance of this genre was such that it exerted visible influence even on Howells's own work, as with his novels The Minister's Charge (1887) and Annie Kilburn (1889), in which two separate ministers function as pivotal arbiters of literary taste, offering definitive literary opinions that provide much-needed moral clarity; both characters, Minister Sewell and Mr. Peck, speak to the ascent of ministers in this era to legitimate positions of literary authority, and the title of the former novel seems designed to appeal to current reader taste for novels about piety.
All of this is to say that religious novels occupied a central role in the literary late century, but have seldom received commensurate acknowledgment in the era's literary history, an omission that likely derives from a confluence of causes, foremost among them their marked divergence from the neat academic categories of periodization. The late century is typically demarcated as beginning in 1870, though the 1870s remain a gaping lacuna in literary scholarship, characterized, if at all, as merely the beginning stages of literary realism, which is typically anointed the foremost aesthetic of the 1880s, followed by naturalism of the 1890s. To review the offerings of religious novels in the late century is to see the insufficiency of this enduring assessment. In the first place, 1870 does not mark the emergence of late-century religious fiction, since a number of significant works were published in the late 1860s, on the border of the post-bellum divide, and thus are lost in a literary no-man ' Eggleston, could all acceptably pen religious novels. The genre, moreover, expanded considerably in this period, adapting to such forms as the melodrama, the historical novel, or the roman àá clef, and took up broader contemporary interests such as frontier history or topical events like the catastrophic Chicago fire of 1871, which inspired Roe to write Barriers Burned Away. In all of these ways, the religious novel went fully mainstream in the 1870s.
Nor was realism the dominant aesthetic mode of religious fiction of the late century.
While novels agitating for social reform did employ the signature documentary methods of realism, other religious novelists, such as Albion Tourgée, were openly contemptuous of realism.
Furthermore, with the exception of Harold Frederic's The Damnation of Theron Ware (1896), naturalism failed to leave much of an imprint on religious fiction; its pessimism and deterministic skepticism about human agency were unsuited to the innate optimism of religious fiction, which insisted on the everlasting power of faith to effect self-improvement and selfdetermination. However, religious novels were a particularly robust outpost for literary idealism, realism's chief antagonist and rival in late-century aesthetics. Although usually overlooked by literary historians, idealism was a significant force in late-century American letters, and its supporters included some prominent figures, among them Thomas Bailey Aldrich, editor of the Atlantic Monthly during the 1880s. Idealist critics such as Edmund C. Stedman contended that literary texts ought to provide inspiration amid a coarse and cynical world, and they frowned on realist texts that, to their mind, merely documented the quotidian and base, arguing that such works degraded literature and reified the ugliness of modern life. Instead, idealists maintained that literature ought to inspire and refine readers by depicting an idyllic world of beauty and moral clarity, and this aesthetic mode naturally complemented the interests of late-century religious fiction, which aimed above all else to inspire and edify the reader.
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This aesthetic allegiance produced religious novels that often shunned formal innovation and hewed to simple characterization and predictable plots that modernized John Bunyan's The Pilgrim's Progress (1678) by narrating the struggles of contemporary Christians among worldly temptations and the consequent rewards for their piety, whether in material riches or a joyful death. A reader of such works may reliably expect the infidel love interest to undergo a conversion experience and the poor but honest Christian man to achieve professional success.
While these elements certainly signal the idealistic allegiances of religious fiction, these scripted narrative forms openly admit their ideological foundations, for they were a strategic part of the religious novels' efforts to promote Christianity and inspire conversion in the reader. These formulaic conventional narratives offered reassuring evidence that Christianity could be relied upon to yield predictable results, regardless of the circumstance: self-betterment, comfort, and salvation. Likewise, the idealism of such novels suggests that Christian faith may simplify a complex world, rendering it manageable and apprehensible.
In support of this implicit promise, religious novels often deliberately adopt an artless, homely affect with marked nostalgia for a simpler time. As with such novels as Rev. George Hepworth's popular Hiram Golf's Religion; or, The Shoemaker by the Grace of God (1893) and its sequel, They Met in Heaven (1894), these works juxtapose modern cynicism and sophisticated disbelief with unpretentious, simple characters, whose unadorned piety and folksy wisdom render religious faith wholesome and accessible even to the most unlearned. In those two works, a sophisticated modern businessman visits a rural hamlet and finds himself embroiled in lengthy fireside discussions about Christianity with several local men, chief among them Hiram Golf, a plain-speaking but wise shoemaker. Although Golf is humble and inarticulate, his plain piety and simple faith offer the narrator much-needed inspiration, and the novels thereby implicitly reject Formatted: Font: Italic modern sophistication and cynicism in favor of a faith undergirded by simple trust in scripture and the Lord. This crafted artlessness is also evident in religious novels' general distaste for theology, which is typically dismissed as an unnecessary intellectual appurtenance to faith. As Hiram Golf remarks in They Met in Heaven, "we've got too much theology in the world, and too little religion" (ch. 6); one may be a devout Christian and still be wholly ignorant of the nuances of abstruse doctrine.
The modest formal ambitions and idealism of much religious fiction no doubt contributed to the general impression that religious fiction was of lesser literary value and undeserving of serious critical attention. The career trajectory of Edward Eggleston makes clear how aesthetic proclivity signaled literary import and prompted critical regard. In his preface to The Circuit Rider, which was based on his own experience as an itinerant Methodist preacher, Eggleston publicly differentiated his novel from the standard idealist fare of religious fiction and attempted to make a case for the compatibility of religious novels with realism. He wrote, no man is worthy to be called a novelist who does not endeavor with his whole soul to produce the higher form of history, by writing truly of men as they are, and dispassionately of those forms of life that come within his scope . . . . [T] his is not a "religious novel," one in which all the bad people are as bad as they can be, and all the good people a little better than they can be . .
. . The story of any true life is wholesome, if only the writer will tell it simply, keeping impertinent preachment of his own out of the way. (pPreface) Presaging Howells's later essays in which he would argue for the inherent wholesomeness of realist literature, Eggleston suggests both that religious literature need not be founded on idealist principles and that piety in no way necessitates that one shield one's eyes from the complexities of life (on Howells's wholesome realism, see Cchapter 7 of this volume). It is in large part because of Eggleston's embrace of realism, as with his depiction of mMidwestern local culture, that he is among the few religious novelists to achieve critical esteem and inclusion in literary history.
While the idealism of religious fiction may make it seem naivïve and outmoded, it often betrays an uneasy suspicion that the sophistication of the modern world was inimical to faith. For example, many religious novels were historical in nature, set in earlier eras portrayed as simpler and more hospitable to religious belief, among them James Lane Allen's The Choir Invisible enthusiasm for more antiquated forms of Christianity, to argue that religious faith seemed increasingly impracticable in the late-century, a concern that religious novels would at times openly engage. For example, Henry Adams's Esther candidly questions the effectiveness and sincerity of modern Christianity. The main character, Esther Dudley, deprecates the decécor of a new church and the fashionable society people commissioned to adorn it, commenting, "It has a terribly grotesque air of theater even now," and the painter Mr. Wharton replies, "It is a theaterr .
. . . That is what ails our religion. But it is not the fault of our art . . . . I would like now, even as it is, to go back to the age of beauty, and put a Madonna in the heart of their church. The place has no heart" (ch. 4). In thus yearning for an earlier time of beauty and simplicity, Wharton posits nostalgic idealism as more conducive to religious faith and intimates that modernity has Deeply affected by Ingersoll's skepticism, Wallace embarked on the novel as an inquiry into religion, and he publicly claimed to have been converted through the process of writing, an assertion that no doubt contributed to sales as well as to Wallace's own reputation. The novel initially sold only modestly, and mainstream reviews largely dismissed it as an old-fashioned romance, but favorable reviews in Christian publications contributed to word-of-mouth publicity that led to an escalation in sales. By the end of the decade, the book had sold 400,000 copies, with lifetime sales estimated to at between two and three million copies. In 1913, after Wallace's death, Sears Roebuck ordered a million copies of an inexpensive edition, and in 1936 it was added to the Modern Library. Because of its wide appeal and extravagant spectacles, the novel was adapted for numerous stage and film production, thereby sparking further sales with each production. Billy Sunday, the foremost revivalist of the turn of the century, gave his approval to one such production, proclaiming, "I wish 100,000,000 people could see the play, now running in New York" (qtd. in McKee 1947, 185).
As mentioned earlier, Ben-Hur spawned many imitators, among them The Gladiators Woods. While this late-century fascination with novels set in early Christian history was clearly a literary trend inspired by Wallace's spectacular success, it also had a wider intellectual context that would have been readily recognized at the time. For most of the nineteenth century, Americans regarded the Bible as a factual, historical document that detailed the lives of real people and actual events. That belief came under considerable pressure when it was announced in 1870 that a transatlantic committee composed of scholars had begun work on a new translation of the Bible. In explanation for this mammoth undertaking, the editors published a series of essays in popular periodicals stating their rationale and methods, and in so doing they brought to American attention the significant advances in biblical historical scholarship. The "higher criticism," as it was called, emerged in Germany in the early nineteenth century and presumed the Bible to be a human-authored text rooted in cultural history and thus subject to historical, archaeological, and literary analyses. Although American seminarians and theologians had kept abreast of these scholarly advances, this new translation brought these findings and methods to a wider American public, among them the belief that the first five books of the Hebrew Bible had recognizable stylistic evidence attesting to composite authorship, thereby unseating the long-standing conviction that they had been authored by Moses himself. In addition, the public became aware that the translators had consulted more than five thousand Ware's sincerity refreshing, the men lend him works of biblical scholarship, but they serve to undermine his already tenuous commitment to the church. Ware furtively and greedily reads one such work by Ernst Renan as if it were pornography, and his new knowledge inflates his vanity, causing him to regard with contempt the uncritical piety of his parishioners and to imagine himself above the traditional moral injunctions against adultery, theft, and deceit. While the novel does not suggest that the "higher criticism" is directly responsible for Ware's immorality or apostasy, it places this scholarship alongside the blatant showmanship of revivalism and the self-serving careerism of clergy as an equally significant contribution to modern religious cynicism. Between (1887), and Louis Pendleton's The Wedding Garment, among many others, all of which depict conversion as the culmination of male maturation. Countering the presumption that religious men were credulous, gullible saps, these novels show that Christianity helps men to be more fully manly, giving them the inner strength to realize their ambitions and the character to honor their obligations to those dependent upon them. To illustrate that Christianity enables men to become bold leaders, these novels often have clergy as their protagonists, depicting them as iconoclastic heroes patterned after Christ himself, men whose character and commitment to Christian principles cause them to take valiant public stands against a harsh, disbelieving public. Steps, and George Farnell's Rev. Josiah Hilton (1898), these novels seek to remake the public image of the Christian minister into a pillar of strength and fortitude.
This literary preoccupation with Christian masculinity was by no means an isolated development but derived from a larger late-century movement known as "Mmuscular Christianity," a term originally coined to describe the mid-century novels of English writers Charles Kingsley and Thomas Hughes, author of Tom Brown's School Days (1857). In the postbellum United States, Mmuscular Christianity came to denote a widespread campaign to invigorate Christianity by attracting male believers, an effort that informed the decision of the Young Men's Christian Association in 1869 to embrace athletics as a key part of its ministry in the hopes of luring more men. Muscular Christianity was permeated by an overt antipathy for the female-centered spirituality of sentimentalism and its attendant feminization of Christianity, and advocates protested that female influence contaminated every aspect of Christianity-from hymnals to images of Jesus to the ministry itself-and consequently made it inhospitable to men.
In 1890 Methodist minister Howard Alan Bridgeman questioned whether men were welcome in the woman-dominated church, asking, "Have we a religion for men?" (qtd. in Kimmel 2006, 117) . G. Stanley Hall, one of the era's foremost psychologists, denounced the "woman peril" that he believed afflicted American churches, while Billy Sunday, the leading revivalist of the latecentury, directly aimed "to strike the death blow at the idea that being a Christian takes a man out of the busy whirl of the world's life and activity and makes him a spineless effeminate proposition." To counter this image, Sunday depicted Jesus as the "greatest scrapper who ever lived." In contrast with a "dainty, sissified, lily-livered religion" he deplored, Sunday Male religious novelists contributed to this effort to masculinize Christianity and sought to defeminize the literary medium altogether, an effort also undertaken by William Dean Howells and Mark Twain in their own respective efforts to differentiate themselves from literary sentimentalism. James Lane Allen, author of the The Choir Invisible, complained that literature had for too long been dominated by womanly influence, "producing a literature of the overcivilized, the hyper-fastidious . . . the fragile, the trivial, the rarified, the bloodless" (qtd. in Putney 2001, 31-32) , and E. P. Roe agreed that "the day of prolix, fine, flowering writing" had ended, to be succeeded by more manly writing of "simplicity, lucidity, strength" (qtd. in Thorp 1961, 216-71) . As one of the era's leading religious novelists, Eggleston actively supported the Mmuscular Christianity cause, publishing a series of articles in 1878-79 that lamented the sorry state of the ministry and urged ministers to assume greater manly strength: "Stand on your manhood and not on your office," he wrote in the 1878 essay " Parsons and Parsons" (qtd. in Randel 1962, 154) . Eggleston aggressively recruited men to join his Brooklyn congregation by renaming it the Church of Christian Endeavor, which consolidated its association with manly striving and vigorous activity, and by adding a social center for working men. His novel The Hoosier Schoolmaster also visibly registers this influence, as with the resolution of newly converted Bud Means, a school bully, to stop fighting and save "his best licks for Jesus Christ," a statement that aligns Christian faith with manly strength and responsibility (ch. 15).
The novels of E. P. Roe are perhaps the fullest expression of the literary arm of Mmuscular Christianity. Although long forgotten, Roe was the nation's bestselling writer in the these texts appeal to male readers by contending that faith imparts men with trustworthiness and a work ethic, both of which create opportunities and earn material rewards. This depiction of Christianity as an indispensable accouterment to male professional advancement was seconded in this era by scores of self-help books designed for male readers. As exemplified by such texts as Orison Swett Marden's Pushing to the Front (1894), Success (1897) and The Secrets of Achievement (1898), these success manuals, as they were called, claimed to help men achieve their fullest potential, and many of them actively propounded Christianity as an essential vehicle for professional success because it helped cultivate a sound reputation and character, as well as a useful opportunity for networking. Many of these manuals claimed biblical justification for their advice, claiming that wealth corroborates virtue and that God To be sure, the Social Gospel movement was never more than a minority opinion amid the blatant materialism promulgated by Russell Conwell and Wilbur Crafts, but it generated considerable attention and informed a great many religious novels that documented late-century social ills and agitated for Christian activism. In attending thus to the gritty realities of contemporary life, Social Gospel novels tended to be more recognizably informed by literary realism than by idealism and in that way diverged from more mainstream religious novels. Many dozens of Social Gospel works were published in the late century, among them Washington Congregationalist minister who, as Stowe had predicted, used narrative fiction as a substitute for sermons. In an effort to lure his congregation to return to church for the second Sunday service, Sheldon read weekly installments of a lengthy narrative in lieu of a sermon, and it was thus that he wrote In His Steps, a novel that would be translated into dozens of languages and would sell millions of copies (Sheldon claimed that it sold 30 million copies, though later critics estimate that it likely sold closer to six million). The novel follows the transformation of a complacent, prosperous congregation after the minister, Henry Maxwell, invites them to spend a year attempting to imitate Jesus in every aspect of their lives. Inspired by this challenge, the town newspaper editor decides to cease publication on Sunday and to decline advertising from saloons, a railroad employee exposes company corruption, and an heiress resolves to use her wealth for social good. Through these examples, Sheldon depicts Christianity as a social practice that requires sacrifice and a commitment to the wider social good at the expense of individual profit or comfort. an assertion that thoroughly rejected the Social Gospel embrace of socialism while repackaging for a new century the capitalist sentiments of some late-century religious novels (ch. 6).
Religious fiction would remain a mainstay of popular publishing through the twentieth century, attaining particular prominence with such works as Lloyd Cassel Douglas's The Robe (1995) (1996) (1997) (1998) (1999) (2000) (2001) (2002) (2003) (2004) (2005) (2006) (2007) . For the most part, however, religious fiction has been narrowly classified as a niche industry and thus seldom receives national press or attention outside of sectarian settings. Set against later American literary history, the late nineteenth century comes into view as the highwater mark of American religious fiction, an era before religious novels were marginalized as a special-interest genre and one in which they enjoyed both popularity and national visibility.
